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Proposi?ons	  
•  Credit	  unions	  have	  unique	  roles	  to	  play	  in	  
ﬁnancing	  the	  social	  economy	  
•  As	  representa?ves	  of	  the	  social	  economy,	  
credit	  unions	  can	  contribute	  to	  rural	  
revitaliza?on	  
Credit	  Unions:	  
•  History	  of	  suppor?ng	  marginalized	  
and	  poor	  communi?es	  
•  Mandate	  to	  lend	  to	  members	  
•  Local	  investment	  
Rural	  Context	  
•  ShiM	  away	  from	  welfare	  state	  
•  Primary	  industry	  decline	  (ie.	  resource	  extrac?on)	  
•  High	  rates	  of	  unemployment	  
•  Emigra?on	  of	  young	  people	  
•  Business	  closures	  
•  Services	  scarce	  &	  expensive	  
Rural	  Revitaliza?on:	  	  
CED	  Approach	  
•  Local	  solu?ons	  to	  economic	  problems	  
•  Adapt	  local	  assets	  for	  economic	  gain	  
•  Social	  economy	  can	  meet	  local	  needs	  
neglected	  by	  the	  private	  and	  public	  
sectors	  
Credit	  Unions	  in	  Rural	  Areas	  
•  Can	  ﬁll	  credit	  gap	  
•  Success	  of	  credit	  union	  dependent	  
on	  vitality	  of	  local	  community	  
•  Surpluses	  reinvested	  or	  
redistributed	  
•  Ability	  to	  start	  up	  and	  expand	  local	  
businesses	  
(Green,	  2003;	  Fairbairn	  et	  al.,	  1997)	  	  
Research	  Design	  
Three	  Phases:	  
1)  Literature	  review	  on	  the	  social	  economy	  and	  
credit	  unions	  
2)  Semi-­‐structured	  interviews	  with	  leaders	  in	  
the	  social	  economy	  and	  credit	  union	  sectors	  
3)  Eight	  case	  credit	  unions	  in	  BC	  and	  Alberta	  
Case	  Credit	  Unions	  
Findings	  
There	  are	  both	  opportuni?es	  and	  
barriers	  for	  rural	  credit	  unions	  as	  
ins?tu?onal	  representa?ves	  of	  
the	  social	  economy	  
Opportuni?es	  
•  Community	  Rootedness:	  percep?on	  that	  CUs	  
are	  in	  touch	  with	  the	  needs	  of	  community	  
•  Local	  Decision-­‐making:	  internal	  decisions;	  
balance	  community	  investment	  with	  proﬁt-­‐
making	  
•  Services	  for	  Marginalized	  Communi?es	  &	  
NGOs:	  ﬂexibility	  in	  gran?ng	  loans	  
Informant	  Quotes:	  
“When	  we	  are	  out	  at	  community	  events	  with	  our	  credit	  
union	  shirts	  on,	  people	  can	  make	  that	  connec8on	  
between	  the	  credit	  union	  and	  the	  community.	  However,	  
people	  don’t	  really	  understand	  us	  but	  we	  don’t	  say	  
enough	  about	  ourselves.	  We	  need	  to	  beat	  our	  own	  drum	  
more.	  I	  think	  people	  generally	  care	  about	  the	  same	  things	  
as	  credit	  unions	  and	  if	  they	  were	  more	  aware	  of	  what	  we	  
stood	  for	  there’s	  no	  way	  they	  wouldn’t	  bank	  with	  us.”	  	  
-­‐Credit	  union	  representa?ve	  
“Being	  a	  co-­‐op	  is	  making	  a	  good	  balance	  between	  
community	  and	  proﬁts.	  For	  example,	  even	  in	  a	  8me	  of	  
trouble,	  you	  don’t	  lay	  oﬀ	  people	  to	  cut	  costs.”	  	  
-­‐Credit	  union	  representa?ve	  
Community	  (Re)Investment	  
•  Percentage	  of	  annual	  proﬁts	  invested	  in	  
‘community’	  
•  Tradi?onal	  kinds	  of	  investments	  (ie.	  youth	  
sports,	  local	  chari?es)	  
BUT…	  
•  Lack	  of	  meaningful	  contribu2ons	  to	  
strengthening	  the	  social	  economies	  of	  local	  
communi2es	  in	  long-­‐term,	  structural	  ways	  
Barriers	  to	  Social	  Economy	  
Investment	  
•  Lack	  of	  awareness	  about	  the	  social	  economy	  
and	  how	  to	  contribute	  
•  Percep?on	  of	  risk	  
•  Lack	  of	  measurement	  tools	  
Lack	  of	  Awareness	  
•  Not	  part	  of	  mainstream	  culture	  
within	  CU	  sector	  
•  Staﬀ	  knowledge	  of	  social	  economy	  
is	  low	  
•  Language	  of	  the	  social	  economy	  
can	  be	  aliena?ng	  
•  Percep?on	  that	  investment	  in	  the	  
social	  economy	  is	  costly	  
Informant	  Quotes:	  
“There	  is	  a	  business	  capacity	  issue	  in	  the	  coopera8ve	  sector.	  
The	  people	  involved	  carry	  a	  hippy	  persona	  and	  have	  not	  
brought	  business	  ethos.	  There	  is	  also	  a	  general	  lack	  of	  
understanding	  about	  co-­‐ops	  among	  the	  public.	  They	  
seem	  to	  have	  a	  nega8ve	  image	  and	  are	  not	  viewed	  as	  
mainstream.”	  	  
-­‐Coopera?ve	  sector	  representa?ve	  	  
“We	  don’t	  know	  how	  to	  evaluate	  this	  animal.	  We	  set	  a	  basic	  
module	  for	  evalua8ng	  business	  models	  and	  the	  social	  
economy	  is	  not	  included	  in	  this.	  We	  don’t	  know	  what	  to	  
look	  for	  and	  don’t	  understand	  the	  social	  economy	  
business	  model	  and	  organiza8on.	  There	  is	  a	  need	  for	  
more	  training.”	  	  
-­‐Coopera?ve	  sector	  representa?ve	  	  
Risk	  
“Op8cs	  maLer.	  From	  a	  corporate	  perspec8ve,	  a	  risk	  
management	  perspec8ve	  has	  to	  be	  adopted	  in	  terms	  of	  
suppor8ng	  diﬀerent	  ini8a8ves.	  Looking	  through	  a	  risk	  
management	  lens,	  are	  you	  going	  to	  take	  a	  posi8on	  on	  
homelessness?”	  -­‐Credit	  union	  sector	  leader	  
•  Poten?al	  adverse	  eﬀects	  of	  taking	  a	  
stand	  on	  issues	  
•  Lack	  of	  speciﬁc	  data	  on	  what	  
aspects	  of	  the	  social	  economy	  are	  
successful	  
Lack	  of	  Measurement	  
•  Performance	  metrics	  do	  not	  
incorporate	  social	  economy	  criteria	  
•  CUs	  not	  tracking	  the	  impacts	  of	  
their	  community	  investments,	  
dona?ons,	  scholarships,	  etc.	  
Conclusions	  
•  CUs	  struggling	  to	  ﬁnd	  a	  niche	  for	  
themselves	  between	  proﬁt-­‐making	  
and	  their	  coopera?ve	  roots	  
•  CUs	  have	  not	  taken	  advantage	  of	  their	  
understanding	  of	  community	  in	  order	  
to	  make	  strategic	  investments	  that	  
would	  build	  the	  founda?ons	  of	  a	  social	  
economy	  and	  more	  directly	  align	  with	  
credit	  union	  principles	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